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Abstract Understanding consumer psychological char-
acteristics and their impact on consumer behavior is an
important foundation for business marketing strategies.
Self-perceived age has a great impact on older consumers’
behavior. This article defines the gray market in China,
investigates the factors that affect the differences between
older consumers’ self-perceived age and life age, and
analyzes the influence of self-perceived age on older Chi-
nese consumers’ behavior. In this study, 1,120 older con-
sumers were randomly selected from six cities in China.
Findings show that over half of the respondents feel
younger than their actual life age. Related marketing
strategies are discussed.

Keywords Consumer behavior - Life age -
Older consumer - Physiological age - Self-perceived age

Self-perceived Age of Older Chinese Consumers

Aging population is an inevitable result of the development
of human society. At present, approximately one-third of
the countries and regions in the world have already become
old-age societies. It is estimated that over 90% of the
countries and regions in the world will develop into old-age
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societies by 2050 (United Nations 2002). China turned into
an old-age society in 1999. Ever since then, the elderly
population in China has grown rapidly at an annual rate of
3.2%, which is almost three times the overall population
growth rate (Xie et al. 2007). It is estimated that by 2050,
China will grow to be a highly aging country with around
31% of its population being older people (Abdel-Ghany
2008). A huge gray market already exists in China.
Understanding older consumers’ psychology and their
behavior have significant implications for marketing strat-
egies, and, therefore, have become important tasks for
researchers and professionals in the marketing field.

Consumer psychology and consumer behavior are two
basic research topics in the current marketing field. They
are also the important foundation for business marketing
strategies. Self-perceived age, as opposed to physiological
age and life age, has a greater influence on older con-
sumers’ behavior. In China, it is generally believed that the
self-perceived age of senior citizens is younger than their
physiological age and their life age. However, empirical
research is needed to study the actual relationship between
these ages and find whether self-perceived age could affect
older Chinese consumers’ behavior and the effectiveness of
business marketing strategies.

Age and Its Measures

Age is a physical condition and, at the same time, a psy-
chological condition (Sherman and Schiffman 1991). There
is no generally accepted and explicit term to describe and
measure the psychological condition. Kastenbaum et al.
(1972) suggested four dimensions of this psychological
condition: the age a person feels, the age a person thinks
he/she looks, the age a person perceives him/herself to act,
and the age a person perceives to be reflective of his/her
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interests. Many similar concepts and terms have been used
in previous literature. Barak and Schiffman (1981) and
Underhill and Cadwell (1983) defined cognitive age as the
arithmetic average of the above four dimensions of ages.
Sherman and Schiffman (1991) stated that self-perceived
age indicates how old an individual feels he/she is. Due to
the complicated computation of cognitive age, most
research adopted the term self-perceived age, which is,
therefore, the term used in this study.

Physiological age and life age measure people’s physical
condition. It is important to note that these terms are two
different concepts. Life age is the measure of one’s natural
age, which is the time that has been elapsed since an indi-
vidual was born; while physiological age is determined
based on an individual’s physical well-being that is reflec-
ted by the function of such individual’s cells and organs.
Life age does not necessary correctly reflect an individual’s
physical function, psychological status, or social ability due
to individual differences in genes, environment, illness,
nutrition, and sports activities. Generally, individuals know
their life age but have difficulty understand their physio-
logical age, which requires technology and trained profes-
sionals to measure accurately. Most studies employed the
life age in the analyzing consumer behavior due to the
simplicity to obtain (Borra and Palma 2009; Kim and Kim
2010). In this study, respondents were asked to provide their
life age and report their self-perceived age.

Gap Between Self-perceived Age and Life Age

Past research has consistently found that adults tend to feel
younger than their life age (Barak and Stern 1986; Gold-
smith and Heiens 1992; Montepare and Zebrowitz 1998;
Westerhof et al. 2003). Research demonstrates that, in most
situations, people older than age 50 tend to have a self-
perceived age that is 10 to 15 years younger than their life
age (Tréguer 2002). The reason of this discrepancy is that
people feel more comfortable this way and can function
better with their current skills, physical strength and mental
ability. In 1999, a French IFOP research discovered that
45% of older people of age 60 and above felt that they were
younger than 50 years old (Tréguer 2002). The majority of
older people had a self-perceived age that was about
10 years younger than their life age. Some well-educated
older people even felt themselves to be 30 years younger
than their life age (Tréguer 2002). In 2000, Shiseido, a
famous Japanese cosmetics group, studied the difference
between the life age and the perceived age of older women
of age 50 and above. They found that on average, those
between 60 and 64 year old women perceived themselves
to be around 52.7 years old, a 9.1 years difference between
their life age and their perceived age. Their research results
also showed that women between 65 and 70 year old felt

themselves to be about 57.9 years old, an 8.9 years dif-
ference between their life age and their perceived age
(Tréguer 2002).

In typical western culture, old age is viewed negatively
as it has been linked to the decline of social status (Fry
1996). On the contrary, in Chinese culture, old age is tra-
ditionally associated with being wise and respectful.
Nonetheless, Chinese people still prefer looking younger
than they actually are. Older Chinese people always say, “I
feel younger and younger.” This implies that their self-
perceived age is younger than their life age. In Chinese
culture, feeling young is the key to a healthy and positive
attitude toward life and longevity (Xu 2006). Results from
a recent national survey on older persons showed that the
self-perceived age of older people has declined (Gui 2006).
In the survey, the average age of the respondents was 60.5
and their self-perceived ages were between 29 and 30.
What factors affected such a big difference between self-
perceived age and life age is worth exploring, given its
potential benefits to researchers and professionals in the
marketing field.

There exist two major ways to define the gray market:
(1) the market that are made of people of life age 50 and
above; (2) the market that are made of people of life age 55
and above. The majority of the previous research adopts
the first definition (e.g. Beck 1996; Burt and Gabbot 1995;
Kang and Ridgway 1996; Mazur 1993; Mitchell 1996;
Semon 1995; Trappey and Lai 1997; Weaver 1996), which
is, therefore, the definition used in this research.

Benefits of Understanding Self-perceived Age

Understanding factors that affect having a younger self-
perceived age than life age has great potential to impact
marketing strategies targeted to the enormous gray market
in China.

Better Understand Consumer Behavior of the Elderly

Perception of the concept “old age” may change as people
age. Many people of age 60 and above would not want to
admit that they have joined the “old age” club. Many of
them feel 10 years younger than they actually are (Brown
1986). Therefore, it is important to understand that inves-
tigation of actual life age may not be the best way to
understand consumption demand.

Past research showed that older consumers are often
consistent with younger consumers in terms of their per-
ceptions and behaviors related to age (Barak and Schiffman
1981; Underhill and Cadwell 1983). The phenomenon of
having a self-perceived age younger than one’s life age
exists in both male and female consumer groups (Barak and
Rahtz 1989). Sherman et al. (1988) concluded that
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generally, those who have a younger self-perceived age
than life age are more satisfied with life. Self-perceived age
is also closely related to consumer behavior. Older women
who feel younger are usually more confident and more
interested in fashion. They are more work-oriented instead
of family-oriented and are more likely to participate in
activities related to entertainment and culture. These
women tend to care more about their personal image, which
affects both their attitude toward clothing and their apparel
purchasing behavior (Wilkes 1992). In order to understand
older consumers, researchers must thoroughly understand
factors that influence their self-perceived age and the rela-
tionship between their self-perceived age and their value
system, lifestyle and attitudes toward marketing activities.

Build More Accurate Marketing Positions

It has become more and more important for marketing
professionals to understand older consumers’ self-per-
ceived age. Many senior consumers do not wish to be
described as the disadvantaged group who cannot effec-
tively take care of themselves or make rational consump-
tion decisions (Mason and Smith 1977). In the literature,
the older-consumer market (formed by consumers of 50
and above) has been described as being complex and
unpredictable (Anon 1992; Mitchell 1983). These negative
impressions have long hindered the development of mar-
keting in the older consumer market. Recently, more and
more older consumers feel younger than they actually are
and consider the expression “elderly” to be an inappro-
priate description of themselves. In response to this trend,
some marketing professionals have started to revisit their
understanding of the gray market (Andrews and Mckeever
1990; Anon 1991; Mazur 1993).

Those products that were often targeted to “senior
consumers” in the past are being rejected by older con-
sumers now. Even soft expressions such as “the golden
age” and “the mature market” have all encountered criti-
cism from older consumers (Mitchell 1996). Ying and Yao
(2006) found that older consumers had similar consump-
tion needs as younger adults. Therefore, treating those
consumers with a younger self-perceived age the same way
as younger consumers may be more beneficial for busi-
nesses. It was discovered in some literature that older
consumers do not like to be described as being “old” and
“slow” in advertisements. This does not mean that busi-
nesses should use young people to be the spokesman in all
advertisements. On the contrary, older consumers welcome
advertisements that feature “healthy” and ‘“vigorous”
consumers of older ages (Carrigan and Szmigin 1998).
Marketing professionals must thoroughly understand older
consumers before they can effectively select a target
market (Goodhead 1991; Miller 1991).
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Factors that Influence Self-perceived Age

In previous research, self-perceived age has been found to
be positively correlated with life age (Barak and Rahtz
1989; Wilkes 1992) and negatively related to being married
(Barak and Rahtz 1989; Wilkes 1992) and having higher
income (Barak and Rahtz 1989; Wilkes 1992). Westerhof
et al. (2003) concluded that older adults tended to have a
larger discrepancy between their self-perceived age and
their life age than younger individuals (Barak and Stern
1986; Goldsmith and Heiens 1992; Montepare and Lach-
man 1989). Past research was not consistent in their find-
ings on the effect of gender on self-perceived age. Most
studies found that males and females did not differ sig-
nificantly in their self-perceived age (Barak and Rahtz
1989; Henderson et al. 1995). However, Montepare and
Lachman (1989) found that females tend to have a younger
self-perceived age than males. The inconsistency also
exists in the effect of work force participation on self-
perceived age. Barak and Rahtz (1989) found that not
being in the work force had a positive effect on self-per-
ceived age; while Wilkes (1992) found that the relationship
was not statistically significant.

The Present Study

The majority of past research on self-perceived age in
China was on the general public. This study is the first
empirical research in China that focuses on self-perceived
age of older consumers. Traditionally, it was believed
that older Chinese consumers were conservative in their
value system and lifestyle. Recently, some research found
that some older consumers in China started to be more
open than before. This study investigates the above two
characteristics of older consumers and their relationship
with self-perceived age. This study also contributes to the
literature by examining the differences in self-perceived
age and life age, factors that impact the self-perceived
age of older Chinese consumers, and implications for
marketing professionals on expanding the gray market in
China.

Methodology

In order to better understand the gray market in China and
help businesses to find a more reasonable position in this
particular market, this study investigates the self-perceived
age of older Chinese consumers. Factors related to older
consumers’ likelihood of having a younger self-perceived
age are identified and implications to businesses regarding
marketing strategies for older Chinese consumers are
discussed.
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Questionnaire Design

There are four major sections in the questionnaire: older
consumers’ self-perceived age and life age, older con-
sumers’ value system and lifestyle, older consumers’ atti-
tude toward marketing activities, and demographic and
economic background of older consumers.

Older Consumers’ Self-perceived Age and Life Age

Following the self-perceived age definition by Sherman
and Schiffman (1991), i.e. the age that an individual feels
he/she is, the question related to self-perceived age in the
questionnaire was “You stated that your life age was 50.
Please indicate, which one of the following age categories
best describes the age that you feel you are of? Below 30;
30 to 39; 40 to 49; 50 to 59; 60 to 69; 70 and above; or
don’t know.”

Older Consumers’ Value System and Lifestyle

Due to enormous historical, social, and cultural differences,
Chinese consumers’ value system and lifestyle are signif-
icantly different from that of western consumers. There-
fore, western value system and lifestyle cannot be adopted
to study Chinese consumers. Harmony and balance
between nature, human, and society were the traditional
values (Li 1998). Currently, China is experiencing a tran-
sition period when diversified social values coexist such as
those that are traditional and modern, advanced and
underdeveloped, eastern and western (Liu and Li 1994).
Based on previous literature, the authors propose two
trends in older Chinese consumers value system: first, the
traditional and conservative value system, mainly including
diligent, thrift, professional, impartial, humble, obedient,
and restraining values; second, the modern and open value
system, mainly including individualistic, multiplex, com-
petitive, socially responsible, hard-working, successful,
welcoming changes, fashionable, and valuing life more
than work values. The following are measures of the two
value systems designed by the authors after examining and
summarizing previous research. A pilot study and tests was
conducted to examine the validity and reliability of the
instruments. The reliability estimates of the individual
items in the value and lifestyle scale were above 0.70,
indicating acceptable reliability (Nunnally 1978). The
Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was 0.82, an indication of a
good reliability of the scale. To conduct the concurrent
validity test, the correlation between each of the 28 items in
the value system and lifestyle scale with similar measures
used in previous research was tested. The correlation
coefficients were all above 0.50, therefore, these items are
considered valid.

The traditional and conservative value system and life-
style items are: (1) I believe we should be diligent and thrift;
(2) The boss is always right; (3) When they grow up,
children should financially support their parents; (4) I find it
unbelievable to spend a lot of money on entertainment; (5) I
usually spend lots of money on my spouse and child but
seldom buy anything for myself; (6) I seldom spend money
on myself but save money for my offspring; (7) I care what
others think of me; (8) I hope to be accepted by the society;
(9) I believe we should work hard whether we like the job or
not; 10) I believe we should treat others well; (11) I like to
live in an extended family; 12) I cannot stand things that I
cannot accept; (13) I do not praise myself in front of others;
(14) I believe we should not spend money without a plan
and should save money for emergencies.

The modern and open value system and lifestyle items
are: (1) I like to try new things; (2) I follow the latest trend
and fashion; (3) I am more capable than most others; 4) I
believe enjoying life is more important than working; (5) I
long for excitement; 6) I will not buy anything that are not
useful to me even if they are very cheap; (7) I like to be the
leader in a team; (8) I like a life that is full of changes; (9) I
like to do things the way I like; (10) I like freedom and
independency; (11) I will buy things I like even if I have to
borrow money to buy them; (12) I did not have money
when I was young; now that I have some money, I should
spend it when I need to; (13) I am not as young as before so
I believe I should enjoy life when I can; (14) I am more
fashionable than more others.

The traditional and modern value systems and lifestyles
only reflect the changes in consumer’s value system and
lifestyle due to the changes in the society. These changes
are not treated as being positive or negative in this study.
“Traditional” does not mean out-dated or bad and, simi-
larly, “modern” does not mean appropriate or good.

Older Consumers’ Attitude Toward Marketing Activities

In order to examine different older consumers’ attitude
toward marketing activities, a measure with five dimen-
sions (designed by Moschis 1992) was used. These five
dimensions include older consumer’s attitude toward: (1)
product strategies; (2) product satisfaction; (3) sales pro-
motions; (4) pricing strategies; and (5) channel strategies.
Respondents were asked to rate on a 5-point scale, with 1
being totally disagree and 5 being totally agree.

Demographic and Economic Characteristics of Older
Consumers

These characteristics include (1) gender; (2) age; (3) mar-

riage status; (4) employment status; (5) education level; (6)
income level; and (7) household size.
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Sample Selection

A total of six cities were selected to draw sample from.
These cities are Beijing, Shanghai, Wuhan, Shenzhen,
Kunming, and Jiangmen. Beijing is located in the north of
China, which is the political center. Shanghai is located in
the east of China, which is the economic center. Wuhan is
located in the center of China, which is an in-land city with
a long history. Shenzhen and Jiangmen are relatively newly
established cities that are located in the south of China,
which are along the coast and close to Hong Kong and
Macao. Kunming is located in the west of China, which is
comparatively underdeveloped. Jiangmen is a small city,
Kunming is a middle-sized city, and others are large cities.
These six cities represent the gray market in China and, at
the same time, have differences among themselves.

Questionnaires were handed out to the respondents to
complete. Initial instructions were given to respondents on
how to complete the questionnaire. Survey interviewers
assisted participants by reading the questions to those who
could not mark their answers due to health problems or edu-
cational barriers. Participants were required to complete the
survey on-site and hand it to the interviewer upon completion.

Survey respondents were randomly selected in each city.
In Wuhan and Jiangmen, 240 respondents were selected and
160 respondents were selected in all other cities. In each city,
the number of respondents in each district was determined
according to the size of local population. For example, Wuhan
has seven districts. Five to seven sample collection blocks in
each district was selected according to the size of local pop-
ulation. The sample was drawn from a total number of 40
blocks with six samples selected from each block. Therefore,
the total sample size from Wuhan was 240. The sample
selection blocks were residential buildings, elderly homes,
universities for older people and parks. Contact information
of older persons in residential buildings, elderly homes and
universities was obtained from their administration offices.
Information slips were mixed and randomly drawn.
Respondents in the parks were irregularly stopped until the
number of respondents reached the desired level. Each
selected older person had to be 50 years or older and had to
have lived in the city for three consecutive years or more,
otherwise another respondent would be randomly chosen to
replace the person who did not meet the above criteria.

The survey was conducted between October and
November 2004. Survey interviewers were sophomore and
junior marketing students in the Business School at
Zhongnan University of Economics and Law. They com-
pleted a total of 3-h’s training on survey interviewing
before they conducted the survey.

Before each interview, the interviewer was required to
introduce him/herself and let the respondent know that this
was a non-business related academic research and assure
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them of the confidentiality of the study. After receiving the
completed questionnaire, the interviewer was required to
quickly scan the answers and ask the respondent to answer
the unanswered questions, if any. Each survey took
between 10 to 25 min to complete.

From the past experience of data collection in China,
respondents are more likely to respond to questions that
provide categories of choices than open-ended questions.
Therefore, all variables in the study were categorical. The
total number of questionnaires distributed for the purpose
of this study was 1,120. A total of 916 valid questionnaires
were received, making the response rate of 81.79%.

Method of Analysis

Cross-tabulations were conducted to observe the relation-
ships between self-perceived age and life age, self-per-
ceived age and lifestyle, and self-perceived age and attitude
toward marketing activities. Two-sample r-tests were
conducted to investigate the mean differences in attitude
toward marketing activities for those who perceived
themselves to be younger than 50 and those with a self-
perceived age of 50 or older. A logistic regression was
performed to identify factors that influence the likelihood
of having a younger self-perceived age.

Results
Sample Characteristics

Among the 916 older respondents who were 50 years or
older, most respondents (51.42%) were between 50 and
59 years old; 33.07% were in their 60s; and 15.50% were
70 years or older (Table 1). Most respondents were males
(58.41%), married (87.34%), and not working (58.30%).
About two-fifths (39.41%) of the total respondents had a
less than high school education; 31.00% completed high
school or its equivalent level of education; 13.32% had
some college; 14.30% had a Bachelor’s degree or obtained
higher education. The median household size was three.
About one-third of the respondents lived in a one- or two-
person household; 47.38% of them lived in a household
with three or four people; 18.45% lived in larger house-
holds with five or more members. As shown in Table 1,
median respondent individual income was between ¥800
and ¥1,499 per month and median monthly household
income was between ¥2,000 and ¥3,999.

Self-perceived Age and Life Age

The results showed that over one-third of the respondents
(34.50%) had a self-perceived age younger than 50 years;
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Table 1 Respondent characteristics

Table 2 Self-perceived age and life age of older Chinese consumers

Characteristic No. of respondent %
Self-perceived age
<40 118 12.88
40-49 198 21.62
50-59 307 33.52
60-69 196 214
>70 69 7.53
Don’t know 28 3.06
Life age
50-59 471 51.42
60-69 303 33.07
>70 142 15.5
Gender
Male 535 58.41
Female 381 41.59
Marital status
Married 800 87.34
Unmarried 116 12.66
Employment status
Working 382 41.7
Not working 534 58.3
Education
Less than high school 361 39.41
High school 284 31
Some college 122 13.32
Bachelor’s degree or above 149 16.27
Respondent monthly income
Less than ¥800 273 29.8
¥800-1,499 2717 30.24
¥1,500-2,999 240 26.2
¥3,000 or above 126 13.75
Household monthly income
Less than ¥2,000 296 32.32
¥2,000-3,999 288 31.45
¥4,000-5,999 168 18.34
¥6,000 or above 164 17.9
Household size
1 53 5.79
2 260 28.38
3 276 30.13
4 158 17.25
>5 169 18.45

Note: Total sample size = 916

and another one-third (33.52%) perceived themselves to be
in their 50s. Table 2 showed that the majority of respon-
dents (51.79%) had a younger self-perceived age than their
life age, which is consistent with previous research such as
Brown (1986), Barak and Rahtz (1989), and Tréguer

Self-perceived age  Life age

50-59 60-69 >70

No. % No. % No. %
<30 15 1.69 4 0.45 4 0.45
30-39 72 8.11 14 1.57 9 1.01
40-49 158  17.79 36 4.05 4 45
50-59 201 22.63 88 991 18 2.03
60-69 10 .12 148 16.67 38 4.28
>70 0 0.00 6 0.68 63 7.10

Note: Total sample size = 888 without those who responded “Don’t
know” to the self-perceived age question

(2002). The results indicated a large gap between the self-
perceived age and the life age of older Chinese consumers.
Of the respondents perceived themselves to be younger
than their life age, about one-fifth (19.81%) perceived
themselves to be at least 10 years younger than their life
age (Table 2); 5.62% of them had a self-perceived age that
was at least 20 years younger than their life age; some even
perceived themselves to be at least 30 years younger than
they actually were. It is also worth noticing that 16 (1.80%)
perceived themselves to be older than they actually were
and 28 (3.06%) chose the answer “Don’t know.”

Predictors of a Younger Self-perceived Age

Gender, employment status, household monthly income,
and respondent monthly income had a significant effect on
the likelihood of perceiving an age that is younger than
own life age (Table 3). Controlling for other factors, males
were only 71.74% as likely as females to have a younger
self-perceived age than their actual life age. Respondents
who were employed at the time of the interview were 1.42
times as likely as their otherwise similar non-working
counterparts to have a younger self-perceived age.
Household and individual monthly income level also had a
significant positive impact on the self-perceived age of
older Chinese consumers.

Self-perceived Age and Older Consumers’ Value
System and Attitudes

Table 4 showed that older consumers who perceived
themselves to be under 50 years old are more open-minded
regarding their values and lifestyles. Compared to older
consumers with a self-perceived age older than 50, those
with a younger self-perceived age were 1.42 times more
likely to be open-minded (24.48 and 34.82%, respectively).
Among those with a self-perceived age over 50 years,
75.52% showed a conservative value system and lifestyle,
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Table 3 Logistic analysis of

the likelihood of a younger self- Parameter Coefficient Standard error Odds ratio

perceived age Intercept —0.4317 0.3415
Age 50-59 0.0010 0.1759 1.0010
Age >70 0.2761 0.2160 1.3180
Male —0.3321* 0.1468 0.7174
Married —0.0889 0.2201 0.9149
Employed 0.3536* 0.1704 1.4242
Less than high school —0.1099 0.1773 0.8959
Some college —0.1115 0.2301 0.8945
Bachelor’s degree or higher —0.3082 0.2433 0.7348
Household monthly income 0.0430* 0.0199 1.0439
Respondent monthly income 0.1050%* 0.0381 1.1107
Household size —0.0759 0.0626 0.9269
Concordance 62.9%

Chi-square test of the likelihood ratio

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01

47.5081 < 0.0001

Table 4 Value system and lifestyle of older consumers

Value system Self-perceived age <50  Self-perceived age >50

No. of % No. of %
respondents respondents
Conservative 206 65.19 432 75.52
Open 110 34.82 140 24.48
Total 316 100 572 100

while the percentage of those with a self-perceived age
younger than 50 was 65.19%.

Table 5 presents the mean differences in attitude toward
marketing activities for those with a self-perceived age
younger than 50 and 50 or above. Compared to consumers
with an older self-perceived age, those who perceived
themselves to be under 50 years old were more likely to try
new products, buy name brand products, be attracted by
sales strategies such as advertisements, discounts, and
window displays. They tend to be more likely to welcome
help from sales persons, accept the bank card payment
method, and be willing to spend more for quality and
convenience. These two groups did not show a big differ-
ence in their attitude toward product satisfaction.

Self-perceived Age and Positioning the Gray Market

Previous research found that older consumers, especially
those with a younger self-perceived age, do not like to be
described as being old and slow. Table 6 showed that most
older consumers do not like to name the products that were
targeted to them to be “old age products”. They also do not
like other names such as “mature age products”, “silver-
hair products” and “silver products”.
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Discussion and Implications

The negative old, slow and stubborn image of older con-
sumers has long hindered the development of the gray
market. It was found in the study that over one-third of
older Chinese consumers perceived themselves to be
younger than 50 years. Over half of the respondents felt
younger than their actual life age. Only very few had a self-
perceived age that was older than their life age. Therefore,
marketing professionals with the old belief that “the old
man decays” are challenged to re-evaluate and reposition
the gray market. Due to the social development and tech-
nology advancement, people live longer today. The “mid-
life” and “middle-age” concepts may be shifted: they were
used to describe those in their 30s and now 50s may be the
new 30s. Moreover, there have been changes in the labor
market. People work longer now than before and the “full
retirement age” defined by Social Security is delayed to 67
from the previous 65 in the U.S. Marketing professionals
should recognize the changes in the labor market and the
shift in age perceptions and develop appropriate products
and relevant marketing strategies to better target the older
consumers group.

As shown by the results of this study, some older con-
sumers maintain a younger self-perceived age than their
life age. Self-perceived age, compared to life age, has a
more profound impact on consumer behavior. This study
identified factors that have an effect on perceiving a
younger age than life age. Future research should make a
step further to investigate the size of the gap between self-
perceived age and life age and better help marketing pro-
fessionals to target the appropriate group of older
consumers.

There is no generally accepted product name for older
consumers (Table 6). In order to prevent negative reaction
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Table 5 Self-perceived age and attitude toward marketing activities

Attitude toward marketing activities <50 >50 p-Value
Attitude toward product strategies
1. I like to try new products 3.09 2.73 HkE
2. I will always use the brands that I like 3.44 3.32
3. I like to purchase name brands 2.87 2.52 Hokk
4. I seldom pay attention to product quality guarantee 271 2.65
5. 1 won’t buy new products unless people that I know have confirmed that they are OK. 343 3.39
Attitude toward product satisfaction
6. If I am not satisfied with a product, I usually will inform relatives and friends. 3.86 3.89
7. If I like a product, I usually will recommend it to relatives and friends. 3.84 3.77
Attitude toward sales strategies
8. I do not trust advertisements. 3.40 3.51
9. I have the experience of buying a product because I liked its advertisement. 2.74 2.45 *E
10. Before I try a free sample, I usually would not buy new food products. 3.19 3.10
11. I often shop in a store because I was attracted by its window display. 2.76 223 HHE
12. Discount activities often induce me to buy things I do not plan to buy. 2.74 2.34 Hokk
13. I dislike coupons distributed by stores because they are troublesome. 3.50 343
They are usually the results of increased prices.
14. T use coupons whenever I can. 3.34 3.11 *
15. Businesses won’t treat me like a friend; they only want my money. 3.66 3.73
Attitude toward pricing strategies
16. I am willing to spend more money for higher quality. 3.74 3.18 HkE
Attitude toward channel strategies
17. 1 often visit stores and malls. 2.81 2.80
18. I like to shop where I usually shop. 3.58 3.59
19. I like to shop in bigger stores rather than smaller ones. 3.45 3.29
20. I don’t mind the price to be a little higher if the store is close by where I live. 3.24 2.85 HHE
21. I frequently buy things through the mail order. 2.16 1.79 HHE
22. 1 like to be helped by sales persons when I shop. 291 2.56 Hokk
23. I wish all stores had sales consultants. 3.13 2.81 HoAk
24. 1 wish there were more checkouts in all stores that would accept credit cards. 3.24 2.74 HkE
25. When shopping, I am more likely to pay cash than use bank cards. 3.45 3.68 *E
26. 1 like to interact with sales people, service people and other consumers. 3.01 272 HHE
27. 1 had bad experiences with sales professionals and service people. 2.89 2.61 *E

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

of older consumers, businesses should avoid using a par-

Table 6 Product names that are accepted by older Chinese 1 o
ticular phrase for products that indicate “old age”. Instead,

consumers
Product name No. of respondents % they s.hould use words that give older conspmers the image
of being “healthy, energetic and young inside”. Table 6
Mid-to-old-age products 334 36.46 well demonstrated the fact that older consumers do not like
Old-age products 112 1223 any of the product names that indicate their old age.
Mature products 78 8.52  Because many older consumers do not wish to be consid-
Silver products 78 8.52  ered old, in advertisement and sales promotions that target
Silver-hair products 17 1.86 this group of people, businesses should avoid using product
None of the above 297 3242  names that signify the age of older consumers. Older

Note: The question was, “If a business is developing a product for consumers with a younger self-perceived age than life age

you, which of the following names would you prefer to name the
products?”

have a value system and lifestyle that is more open than
those with a same or older self-perceived age. Therefore,

@ Springer
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consumers who feel younger are more likely to accept new
things and behave more like middle-aged consumers. Since
the majority of older consumers perceive themselves to be
younger than they actually are, businesses should not treat
them substantially differently from middle-aged consumers
in their marketing and sales strategies. When designing
marketing strategies for the gray market, businesses should
try to meet the special consumption needs of older con-
sumers by developing new products and services that sat-
isfy older consumers’ need to feel young.

Those older consumers who have a younger self-per-
ceived age have demonstrated different characteristics
from traditional older consumers in their consumption
behavior. These consumers are more willing to accept new
products, less sensitive to prices, and more willing to spend
money on themselves. Therefore, these consumers are
more important to businesses in that they have more
potential to become loyal customers and bring more profit
to businesses. They can also have impact on other older
consumers, which can result in more sales for businesses.

This study did not include consumers in rural areas,
where the majority of Chinese population live. The
potential of the rural gray market development is huge.
Future research should study the impact of self-perceived
age of rural older consumers on their consumption
behavior.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution Noncommercial License which per-
mits any noncommercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original author(s) and source are credited.

References

Abdel-Ghany, M. (2008). Problematic progress in Asia: Growing
older and apart. Journal of Family and Economic Issues, 29,
549-569.

Andrews, K., & Mckeever E. (1990). Grey is the future colour of
money. Leisure Business, April, 33-34.

Anonymous. (1991). Get set for old age. Leisure Manager, 9(11), 27—
30.

Anonymous. (1992). The rich autumn of a consumer’s life. Econo-
mist, 324(7775), 67-68.

Barak, B., & Rahtz, D. R. (1989). Cognitive age and youthfulness:
Demographic and psychographic dimensions. In R. E. Kriner &
G. T. Baker (Eds.), Advances in health care research (pp. 47—
51). Silver Springs, MD: American Association for Advances in
Health Care Research.

Barak, B., & Schiffman, L. G. (1981). Cognitive age: A nonchrono-
logical age variable. In K. B. Monroe (Ed.), Advances in
consumer research (pp. 602-606). Ann Arbor, MI: Association
for Consumer Research.

Barak, B., & Stern, B. (1986). Subjective age correlates: A research
note. The Gerontologist, 26, 571-578.

Beck, B. (1996). The luxury of longer life: The world is growing
older. Economist, 338(7950), 7-9.

Borra, C., & Palma, L. (2009). Child care choices in Spain. Journal of
Family and Economic Issues, 31(4), 323-338.

@ Springer

Brown, P. B. (1986, March 10). Last year it was yuppies—this year
it’s their parents. Business Week, 68—74.

Burt, S., & Gabbot, M. (1995). The elderly consumer and non-food
purchase behaviour. European Journal of Marketing, 29(2), 15—
43.

Carrigan, M., & Szmigin, 1. (1998). The usage and portrayal of older
models in contemporary consumer advertising. Journal of
Marketing Practice: Applied Marketing Science, 4(8), 231-248.

Fry, C. L. (1996). Age, aging, and culture. In R. H. Binstock & L. K.
George (Eds.), Handbook of aging and the social sciences (4th
ed., pp. 117-136). San Diego, CA: Academic Press.

Goldsmith, R. E., & Heiens, R. A. (1992). Subjective age: A test of
five hypotheses. The Gerontologist, 32, 312-317.

Goodhead, V. (1991, December 9). Marketing to mature adults
requires a state of being, Marketing News, 10.

Gui, J. (2006, June 12). The young self-perceived age in the modern
society. Health and Life, 9 (published in Chinese).

Henderson, K. V., Goldsmith, R. E., & Flynn, L. R. (1995).
Demographic characteristics of subjective age. The Journal of
Social Psychology, 135, 447-457.

Kang, Y., & Ridgway, N. M. (1996). The importance of consumer
market interactions as a form of social support for elderly
consumers. Journal of Public Policy and Marketing, 15(1), 108—
117.

Kastenbaum, R., Derbin, V., Sabatini, P., & Artt, S. (1972). ‘The ages
of me’: Toward personal and interpersonal definitions of
functional aging. Aging and Human Development, 3(2), 197-
211.

Kim, H., & Kim, J. (2010). Information search for retirement plans
among financially distressed consumers. Journal of Family and
Economic Issues, 31(1), 51-62.

Li, Y. (1998). Traditional values and healthy behavior. Guangxi
University for Ethnic Minorities Journal, 20(1), 17-26 (pub-
lished in Chinese).

Liu, G., & Li, L. (1994). Contemporary Chinese values, character-
istics and causes of conflict. Zaozhuang Teachers College
Journal, 88-90 (published in Chinese).

Mason, S. E., & Smith, A. (1977). Imagery in the aged. Experimental
Aging Research, 3, 17-32.

Mazur, L. (1993, February 11). Golden oldies. Marketing Business,
32-33.

Miller, C. (1991, December 9). Misconception, fear stall advance into
mature market. Marketing News, 11-14.

Mitchell, A. (1983). The nine American lifestyles. New York: Warner.

Mitchell, A. (1996, January). Why fray means gold. Management
Today, 76-71.

Montepare, J. M., & Lachman, M. E. (1989). You’re only as old as
you feel: Self-perceptions of age, fears of aging, and life
satisfaction from adolescence to old age. Psychology and Aging,
4, 73-78.

Montepare, J. M., & Zebrowitz, L. (1998). Person perception comes
of age: The salience and significance of age in social judgments.
Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 30, 93-161.

Moschis, G. P. (1992). Marketing to older consumers: A handbook of
information for strategy development. Westport, CT: Quorum
Books.

Nunnally, J. (1978). Psychometric theory (2nd ed.). New York:
McGraw-Hill.

Semon, T. T. (1995). Gerontophobia in marketing research. Market-
ing News, 29(1), 23-24.

Sherman, E., & Schiffman, L. G. (1991). Applying age-gender theory
from social gerontology to understand the consumer well-being
of the elderly. Advances in Consumer Research, 11(1), 569-573.

Sherman, E., Schiffman, L. G., & Dillon, W. R. (1988). Age/gender
judgments and quality of life differences. In J. Shapiro Stanley &
A. H. Walle (Eds.), Marketing: A return to the broader



J Fam Econ Iss (2010) 31:318-327

327

dimensions (pp. 319-320). Chicago, IL: American Marketing
Association.

Trappey, C., & Lai, M. K. (1997). Differences in factors attracting
consumers to Taiwan’s supermarkets and traditional wet mar-
kets. Journal of Family and Economic Issues, 18(2), 211-224.

Tréguer, J. (2002). 50+ marketing: Marketing, communicating and
selling to the over 50s generations. Paris: Palgrave Macmillan.

Underhill, L., & Cadwell, F. (1983). What age do you feel: Age
perception study. Journal of Consumer Marketing, 1(1), 18-27.

United Nations. (2002). Report of the Second World Assembly on
ageing (A/Conf.197/9), 8-12 April, Madrid.

Weaver, P. (1996). Opportunity knocks as America ages. Nation’s
Business, 84(8), 30-33.

Westerhof, G. J., Barrett, A. E., & Steverink, N. (2003). Forever
young? A comparison of age identities in the United States and
Germany. Research on Aging, 25(4), 366-383.

Wilkes, R. E. (1992). A structural modeling approach to the
measurement and meaning of cognitive age. Journal of Con-
sumer Research, 19(2), 292-301.

Xie, X., Xia, Y., & Liu, X. (2007). Family income and attitudes
toward older people in China: Comparison of two age cohorts.
Journal of Family and Economic Issues, 28(1), 171-182.

Xu, Y. (2006, May 18). Preventing older psychological age. Chinese
Medicine Report, 3 (published in Chinese).

Ying, B., & Yao, R. (2006). Consumption patterns of Chinese elders:
Evidence from a survey in Wuhan, China. Journal of Family and
Economic Issues, 27(4), 702-714. (published in Chinese).

Author Biographies

Bin Ying is an Associate Professor of marketing and the Head of the
Marketing Group at Zhongnan University of Economics and Law in
China. Dr. Ying received his Doctoral degree in Management from
Zhongnan University of Economics and Law. He was a visiting
scholar in Berlin, Germany and guest researcher at Lund University,
Sweden. He has published three books and about 30 journal articles in
marketing and consumer behavior. His recent research areas are gray
marketing, Chinese consumer behavior and Chinese local marketing.

Rui Yao Ph.D., CFP® is an Assistant Professor in the Personal
Financial Planning Department at the University of Missouri. Dr. Yao
received her doctoral degree from The Ohio State University. Her
research interests include financial risk tolerance, savings behavior
and motives, retirement preparation, debt management, and house-
hold consumption patterns. Her research received the best paper
award from the CFP Board. Dr. Yao is a member of the research team
on the first national survey of Chinese Consumer Finance and Investor
Education.

@ Springer



	Self-perceived Age and Attitudes Toward Marketing of Older Consumers in China
	Abstract
	Self-perceived Age of Older Chinese Consumers
	Age and Its Measures
	Gap Between Self-perceived Age and Life Age
	Benefits of Understanding Self-perceived Age
	Better Understand Consumer Behavior of the Elderly
	Build More Accurate Marketing Positions

	Factors that Influence Self-perceived Age
	The Present Study

	Methodology
	Questionnaire Design
	Older Consumers’ Self-perceived Age and Life Age
	Older Consumers’ Value System and Lifestyle
	Older Consumers’ Attitude Toward Marketing Activities
	Demographic and Economic Characteristics of Older Consumers

	Sample Selection
	Method of Analysis

	Results
	Sample Characteristics
	Self-perceived Age and Life Age
	Predictors of a Younger Self-perceived Age
	Self-perceived Age and Older Consumers’ Value System and Attitudes
	Self-perceived Age and Positioning the Gray Market

	Discussion and Implications
	Open Access
	References



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated v2 300% \050ECI\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 149
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 149
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 599
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /DEU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice


